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Abstract: Funding for higher education continues to dominate the policy discussion 
particularly the debates on public versus private contribution that best finance higher 
education. In meeting the objective of widening access to higher education it is argued that 
higher education should be provided for ‘free’ out of tax-payers money. However, with the 
escalating higher education costs and immense growth in tertiary enrolment, the possibility for 
government to offer free education is rather challenging and as far as widening access is called 
for, equity issue is of equal importance. The data also shows that in many countries, the subsidy 
for higher education has been ‘regressive’ due to higher percentage of students belonging to 
the richest quintile enrolled in the higher education and therefore widening the income gap 
between the rich and the poor. Since Malaysian government continues to heavily subsidise the 
public higher education institutions, it is interesting to examine which segment of the society 
benefits ‘progressively’ or ‘regressively’ from the policy in considering the relevant of having 
a ‘free’ education system. Using the data obtained from the Household Expenditure Survey 
(2009/2010), the paper employed the Benefit Incidence Analysis (BIA) to measure the 
distribution of the higher education subsidy. The result shows that the students from the lowest 
income quintile received 22.5% of the total subsidy, while students who belong to the highest 
income quintile received nearly 20% of the total subsidy. The findings suggest that the 
Malaysian education system that promotes equitable access to higher education through 
various initiatives is translated into a less ‘progressive’ outcome of education subsidy, but still 
with no attentiveness towards ‘free education’ realization (due to quite high benefits received 
by the richest quintile). 
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Introduction 
Investment in human capital is crucial as the educated workforce is needed to support 
technological change, both in terms of innovation and through the adoption of existing 
knowledge. In this case the accessibility towards higher education, by means of developing 
human capital may influence the growth potential of a country’s economy. In addition, higher 
education will generate a wider range of social benefits such as better income and health, less 
crime, and lower unemployment levels. Similarly, higher education will not only yield high 
social return, but it is also an attractive investment from a personal point of view in terms of 
private returns. Nevertheless, investment in education is expensive hence the concern of who 
should bear the higher education cost is greatly deliberated. As the availability of funds is 
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limited, the public spending towards higher education should be effectively carried out in such 
a way that the accessibility and equity objectives are met. Generally, to ascertain the optimal 
scale between the public and private contributions of higher education cost is not straight 
forward and simple, as the higher education itself offers positive externalities and stands public 
good quality.  
 
Sharing between public and private funding towards higher education differ across countries. 
The public spending on education, as percentage of total public spending can be a measure on 
how important is education relative to other sectors. In the case of Malaysia, higher education 
is regarded as important tool for the development of the country, thus a considerable support is 
given through grants allocation on higher education. Currently, government bears 90 to 95% of 
the cost of public tertiary education which explained the low tuition fees. Student loans are 
provided at subsidized rate of interest for students who don’t qualify for scholarships to pay for 
fees and living expenses in both public and private institutions. As shown in Table 1, the 
allocation for tertiary education is increasing every year, with the latest figure stood at RM17.4 
billion in 2015.  
 
The massification and democratization of higher education in the 1990s has led to the expansion 
of higher education institutions in Malaysia both the public and private institutions. Table 2 
shows the number of higher education institutions in Malaysia as in 2015. With only five public 
universities in 1980, the number has increased to twenty. The mushrooming of private higher 
education institutions has contributed significantly towards the progress of higher education in 
Malaysia. In 2015, there are about 514 private higher education institutions comprises of private 
universities, university colleges and private colleges. With this, there are also quite a number 
of polytechnics and community colleges. The increase in the number of higher education 
institutions was highly anticipated as the demand for higher education continuously rises. The 
upsurge in demand for higher education in both public and private institutions is shown in Table 
3. It is furthermore projected that enrolment in higher education will increase to 50% in 2020 
for the population age cohort of 17-23 years old (World Bank, 2014). This projected increase 
in student enrolment will nevertheless have profound implications on the funding for higher 
education in Malaysia. 
 
Table 1: Funding allocations on tertiary education institutions in Malaysia1












                                               
1 In the context of Malaysia, tertiary education is defined as the third educational level following the completion of school 
providing secondary education; including universities as well as institutions of higher learning that offer Ph.D, Master, 
Postgraduate Diploma, Bachelor, Advanced Diploma, Diploma, Certificate, Professional, Matriculation & Foundation, and 
others such as colleges, technical training institutes, nursing schools and community colleges. Though, not all of tertiary 
institutions were includes within the higher education sector. This study specifically considers institutions that are under the 
jurisdiction of the Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) and excludes some other institutions such as technical trainings, 
nursing schools, etc.  
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Table 2: Number of higher education institutions by types (as in 2015) 
Type of Institutions Total numbers 
Public universities 20 
Polytechnics 34 
Community College 94 
Private university 70 
University College 34 
Private College 410 
TOTAL 662 
Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2017) 
 
Table 3: Total enrolment of students in public and private institutions of HE at all level of study  














Source: Statistics of Higher Education of Malaysia (2017) 
 
The increased in student numbers has inevitably put pressures on government to continue 
subsiding higher education. For future sustainability of higher education, policy regarding 
higher education financing needs to be reviewed to simultaneously capable of tackling the issue 
of efficiency, equity and access. In light of this, the National Higher Education Strategic Plan 
or known as ‘Pelan Strategik Pendidikan Tinggi Negara’ (PSPTN) was formulated in 2007 
which outlined several pertinent strategies related to higher education funding. PSPTN 
highlighted the needs for the public higher education institutions to reduce their dependency on 
government grants and to be more creative in generating their own revenue. This is further 
reiterated in the Higher Education Blueprint and the Tenth and Eleventh Malaysia Plans (2011-
2020). A new funding mechanism will no longer be in the form of fixed operating and 
development budgets or block grants, but will be linked to certain performance indicators; such 
as the number of undergraduates and postgraduates, research projects and commercialized 
products. In particular, this is to ensure higher productivity and increase accountability of public 
HEIs. 
 
Nonetheless, certain segments of the society argued that higher education should be provided 
for ‘free’ out of tax-payers money; which also would led into opting optimal (public or private 
contributions) financing option. However, with these escalating higher education costs and 
immense growth in tertiary enrolment, the possibility for government to offer free education is 
rather challenging, and as far as widening access is called for, equity issue is of equal 
importance. Even according to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), Malaysia has been listed as one of the countries with high public spending (subsidies) 
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in tertiary education, besides the World Bank despite suggested for a lowered, in the nations’ 
public tertiary education expenditure. So which part from the ‘free education’ system that the 
civilian still yearning for, since most of the higher education cost has been subsidized and 
education has been made accessible?  
 
We can all still aspire to implement free education in the long term, where when the time is 
appropriate and viable, but not for now. The decision to finally realising it (free education) 
cannot be made before we knew who are actually benefitting the public money spent (higher 
education spending). As per mentioned in one of the New Economic Model (NEM) goals in 
2010; to create an inclusive economy that enables all communities to benefit from the wealth 
of country, it must be ensured that everybody irrespective of social background acquires equal 
opportunity in accessing higher education. Nonetheless, out of the total distribution of public 
resources, there were inequality beneficiaries gained by students from different socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Limited access to higher education may be the result of credit market 
imperfections and etc; as literature shows that children from wealthy families mostly attend the 
universities while the children from poorer families are not, even if they hold the necessary 
qualifications (Heineck and Riphahn, 2007). As the decision to attend higher education in 
theory is negatively related to price, one would expect of equal increase in the accessibility 
through the reduction in fees or cost of higher education via government subsidies.  
 
Crisis from the unequal benefits or accessibility are mostly to be tackled by focussing on which 
group of population that had most and least benefits of the public higher education expenditure 
(taxpayers money). It might capably be beneficial let say if the richer quintiles are benefitting 
more of the public spending (regressive distribution), the government could find better 
mechanism rather than continuing the same ongoing policies, such as by charging higher fees 
to the richer quintiles or using price discrimination based on income groups. Then maybe if the 
result demonstrates progressive distribution (poorer quintiles benefitted more), who knows if 
the government may regulates a ‘strategic plan’ policy and dedicates a seriously look upon 
giving free educations, or just could maintain with the current favourable policies but with a 
more efficient and effective mechanism.  
 
Since independence, Malaysia has initiated many strategies and plans targeting at the 
disadvantaged groups especially in ensuring they have the opportunity to benefit from publicly 
provided tertiary education and enable them to be out of poverty. Nevertheless in the Tenth 
Malaysia Plan, it was reported that the bottom 40% of the population still earn an income below 
RM1500 per month, and if the average income is to be increased by more than double by the 
year 2020 (together with the aim of 33% workforce with tertiary education), the issue of poverty 
faced by this group of population must be properly addressed by emphasizing this tertiary 
access inequality dilemma. 
 
By and large, given a limited budget available for higher education, policy makers must decide 
on what policy objectives are to be achieved. If the policy is to increase access among the lower 
income group, the strategy of keeping the fees low by means of education subsidy (or maybe 
by adjusting towards free education – full subsidy) may be justified. Nonetheless the cost of 
subsidy must be weighed against its benefits, due to the significant amount of higher education 
subsidy allocated for public HEIs in Malaysia. It is interesting to analyze in terms of the 
beneficiaries of this education subsidy, and in doing so, we attempt to measure the total benefits 
of subsidy accrued to various segments of students population (based on income quintiles), and 
to determine how equitable is the subsidy distribution in comparison to the personal income 
distribution: so that policy adjustments towards ‘free education callings’ could be made without 
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bias or preconception. It is a well-known fact, that similar to other kind of subsidies, higher 
education subsidy will create price distortion. Then if it is benefiting the rich more than the 
poor by means having a free education, the future consequence will be a wider income gap, as 
education is known to be an important tool to enhance social mobility. 
 
Literature Reviews 
In order to analyse the beneficiaries of higher education expenditure, scholars had utilized 
different methods or techniques with the aim to capture the most and least benefitted 
populations’ group out of the tertiary spending; one of them is by employing the benefit 
incidence analysis. BIA is an easy-to-use tool for ex ante design as well as ex post monitoring, 
and evaluation on the effectiveness of social spending program. It gathers public services’ 
demand supply components, likewise could offer useful facts on the government resources 
allocation efficiencies (inefficiencies) and equities (inequities) onto these services. It has 
normally been employed in analysing the public spending effect.  
 
The BIA method was forerun by Selowsky (1979) on Colombia, and Meerman (1979) on 
Malaysia via studies from World Bank. Davoodi, Tiongson, & Asawanuchit (2003) affirmed 
that the BIA has been carried out for a number of countries: some with Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Programmes (PRSP), some with Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility (PRGF)-
supported programs, transition economies, middle-income countries, and even some advanced 
economies. Perhaps reflecting these considerations, BIA has recently been included in the 
World Bank’s experimental instruments, in the economic plan strategies’ PSIA (Poverty and 
Social Impact Analysis). Some governments also routinely carry out incidence studies, 
particularly in Latin America (e.g., Flood et al., 1994 for Argentina). Chile’s household survey 
(CASEN) also was designed with social sector benefit incidence analysis in mind (Van de Walle, 
1998).   
 
With regards to the use of BIA in assessing the impact of education spending, there are quite a 
number of studies that have been carried out. For instance, literature on benefit incidence of 
education spending in Indonesia had been illustrated by Van de Walle (1992). The result 
indicated that the subsidy for primary education was gained most by the poorest quintile, 
contradict with the tertiary education subsidy which benefitted mostly the richest quintile. In 
other words, spending on primary schooling is well targeted to the poor, but the education 
spending as a whole is not. Nonetheless the benefit incidence is progressive, since the subsidy 
received by the poor represents a larger share of the income (or total expenditure) of the poor 
compared with higher income groups. The reason that different households own inconsistent 
portion of primary school-aged kids explains why the lower income households gained bigger 
allocation from the primary subsidy; as their demand for education are higher than others. For 
instance, 24% of primary school-aged students are originated from the lower income 
households in Indonesia, while just 14% out of them came from the higher income family. For 
Malaysia, Meerman (1979) had used BIA by utilizing the household sample survey obtained 
from the Malaysian department of Statistics. The analysis comprised four divisions which 
include education, medical care, agriculture and public utilities (water, electricity and sewerage) 
which having a very large public expenditure. In education division analysis, Meerman 
discovery is similar to that of Van de Walle (1992) which showed that poorer households were 
more inclined to get benefit from the primary education’s subsidy distribution as opposed to 
the higher education’s subsidy.  
 
The recent benefit incidence on public education expenditure in Indonesia had been illustrated 
by Juswanto (2010) to different segment of population for the year 2005. He utilizes the 
Indonesian National Socio-Economic Household Survey (SUSENAS) data to examine the 
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government spending distribution and grouped the household beneficiaries by income level. 
The result reveals that the poorer population obtains a higher portion in primary school 
enrolment, but then its reverses with the secondary schools’. Besides, the richer population also 
not only benefitted most of the university education spending, but then the inequality of 
distribution is also greater than the personal income distribution. 
 
For Malaysia, benefit incidence on the distributional impact of public expenditure between 
1974 and 1989 had been illustrated by Hammer, Nabi & Cercone (1995), using household-level 
data on the use of public services. Incidence in both of health and education sectors reveals that 
the targeting performance of government expenditures improved over the period of the "New 
Economic Policy" (1970-90), except for higher education. It social service expenditures were 
progressive and escalate after the year 1974, as the poor captured the largest share of benefits. 
For education, primary-level enrolment had expanded as a result of an ethnically based targeting 
policy that directed benefits towards lower income groups. In contrast with the health care, 
improved targeting of it came about as richer income groups opted out of the public system to 
use private practitioners. While provision of elementary and secondary schooling is pro-poor, 
higher education is regressively subsidized, and a false equilibrium is maintained through 
public monopoly on the granting of higher education degrees. As a result, the authors (Hammer 
et al., 1995) concluded that the net distributional effect of overall education spending is flat 
with respect to income, and higher education enrolment rates are lower than those of other 
similar countries at that time. Notwithstanding there hasn’t been new research updated on the 
public services’ incidence for Malaysia up to recently, so this paper will try to fill in the gap. 
 
One of the distinct features of BIA is the graphical presentation of benefit incidence 
(concentration curves and Lorenz curve), which can be helpful in showing how targeted the 
subsidies and personal income distribution are. In particular, by contrasting two concentration 
curves, one subsidy could be assessed whether it is more evenly allocated than the others, 
regressive or progressive. The Lorenz curve tracks the cumulative distribution of total 
household expenditures (or welfare) against the cumulative population ranked by per capita 
expenditures. The comparison between these two types of curves, (concentration and the Lorenz) 
will disclose a more precise picture on the inequality condition, and as the curves are statistical 
estimates, it also allow for the estimation of standard errors (Davidson and Duclos, 1996).  
 
Data and Methodology 
In assessing the beneficiaries of the government or public spending for higher education, we 
utilize the Benefit Incidence Analysis to determine which of the group in society that get the 
most and least benefit from public money. The public spending that does not benefit different 
population groups equally has made BIA good for the study. The secondary data will mainly 
be utilized with the use of supporting software like STATA for the data analyses. In accordance 
to each population groups, this approach will be using its public services usage data (enrolment) 
along with the information on their cost, in valuing these benefits distribution by the 
government. The data for higher education government expenditure, number of students’ 
enrolment, and welfare measures such as income rank and other information on individuals or 
households that used the public services will be obtained from the Household Expenditure 
Survey (HES), Malaysian Department of Statistics and the Ministry of Finance. The data used 
for this study is HES (2009/2010).    
 
In the case of education spending, benefit incidence analysis can be illustrated as follows. 
Benefits from the government education spending level i; primary, secondary, university, 
accrued to group j is estimated as: 
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Xij   =    Eij  . Si   =   Si   .  Eij   (1) 
      Ei             Ei 
Where; 
Eij corresponds to the number of students enrolled in level i from group j. Si/Ei is 
the unit cost of providing education in level i. Hence, the total benefits from the 
government expenditure on the entire education levels accrued to group j is: 
            n 
Xj  =   ∑     Xij     (2) 
         i = 1 
   
by substituting equation 1 into equation 2, it can be arranged as 
                     n                   n 
Xj  =   ∑      Eij .  Si   =    ∑       Eij  . Si  (3) 
                                 i = 1            Ei       i = 1     Ei 
 
This algebra of BIA has an assumption of regardless of different population groups, the unit 
cost of providing the education is evenly distributed. Also in this study, rather than calculating 
the beneficiaries of public expenditure for the primary and secondary level, we will only be 
focusing on the tertiary level of education for the year 2010. Consequently, Eij will stand for 
the students enrolment number of the higher education, (i) on corresponding population group 
of income quintiles (j). 
 
There are four-step processes engaged in performing the BIA, which can be implemented by 
using common spread sheet programs. 
1. Attain average unit cost of providing a specific public service (tertiary education) 
by way of dividing government spending on the service via total number of users 
(enrolment) of the services: Si/Ei;  
2. From poorest to richest, rank the population of users via welfare measures, then 
aggregate them into groups with equal users’ number. The total household’s 
monthly spending will be used as welfare measure’s proxy to estimate the 
distribution of benefits from different income quintiles;  
3.  Attain the tertiary students’ enrolled number from every population group; and 
4.  Derive the benefits distribution, through multiplying the average benefit with the 
number of users (enrolment) in every group of population. 
 
As the steps of BIA been completed for all of population groups, the most and least benefitted 
group from higher education public spending will then be identified. 
 
In order to estimate the equality of beneficiaries’ distribution (its elasticity), the public 
distribution curve (concentration curve) for the tertiary level will be derived and then be 
measured with the income distribution curve (Lorenz curve). This act of comparing curves had 
been a good social inequality measure as many economist believed. In deriving both curves, 





Figure 1: Concentration Curve 
 
Concentration curve presents a means of accessing income related distribution’s inequality 
level of other variable such as education (Figure 1). On the x-axis ranking by living standards, 
the sample cumulative percentage will be plotted, whereas on the y-axis, there will be 
cumulative percentage of the higher education government expenditure. The poorest will start 
off the living standard ranking and ends with the richest.  
   
Lorenz curve is a cumulative distribution function of a probability distribution. Fundamentally, 
it shows respective income distribution. On the x-axis, households percentage will be plotted 
whereas on the y-axis will be the income percentage (Figure 2). As for income per capita Lorenz 
curve, the graph below shows the y percentage of total income for the bottom x percents of 
households.   
 
 
Figure 2: Lorenz Curve 
 
 
Figure 3: Concentration and Lorenz Curves combine 
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Finally Figure 3 shows the example combination of both sets of concentration curves (purple-
coloured curves) for public spending distribution towards the population groups and combined 
with the Lorenz income curve (orange-coloured curve). As shown in the figure above, the nearer 
the concentration curve to the 45 degree line, the more equal the distribution of higher education 
public expenditure between all of the population groups; i.e between the poorest and the richest 
quintile. The concentration curve that is placed over 45 degree line implies that the poorest 
population benefits more of the public expenditure, while if it is held below the diagonal implies 
otherwise. Furthermore essentially, the concentration curve that lies below the Lorenz curve 
denotes that the inequality in expenditure distribution strikes greater than the personal income 
distribution inequality. If this happens, actions are highly needed as we are far from reaching 
the growth inclusiveness that we aspire. Therefore, in this study, both of these curves were 
generated to see the better picture of the inequality condition in the public distribution towards 
students from different population groups in the Malaysian tertiary education level, which will 
be presented in the following section.  
 
Results and Discussions 
A unit cost of providing higher education services is estimated by dividing the government 
expenditure or subsidies for this level of education by the number of enrolment. The subsidies 
by the government comprise of the public expenditure for all public higher learning institutions 
(IPTA) in Malaysia. Even though some students may receive scholarships or loans at a 
subsidize rate of interest, for ease of estimating the expenditures, only operating grants and 
development grants to public institutions are considered. For the purpose of this study, we use 
the latest available data of Household Expenditure Survey 2009/2010 and therefore, as to ensure 
the relevancy of the analysis, the estimated expenditure per student is calculated using the data 
from the total government expenditure and student’s enrolment in the IPTAs for the year 2010 
as shown in Table 4.  
 
Table 4: Total government expenditure on higher education,  







Public Universities 462,780 20 6,835 
Polytechnics 87,751 21 412 
Community 
Colleges 
18,200 38 123 
KTAR 22,389  45 
TOTAL 591,120 227 7,415 
*Estimated expenditure per student is RM 12,544 (Total Expenditure/Total Enrolment) 














Table 5: Distribution of Enrolment in Higher Education Institutions,  
by Income Group, 2010 (Household Expenditure Survey 2009/2010) 
Income Quintile  
(poorest to richest) 
 Enrolment 
(HES 2009/2010) 





(RM0 - RM1,855.00) 
92 17.7 200,409 
2 
(RM1,856.00 - RM2,530.00) 
99 19.0 215,658 
3 
(RM2,531.00 - RM3,246.00) 
96 18.5 209,123 
4 
(RM3,247.00 - RM4,301.00) 
109 21.0 237,442 
5 
(RM4,302.00 - RM39,588.00) 
124 23.8 270,117 
TOTAL 520 100.0 1,132,749 
 
Table 5 shows the number of students enrolled in higher education institutions corresponding 
to each level of income (parental income), based on HES 2009/2010. Population are ranked 
from the lowest to the highest, based on their monthly average expenditure which is, in this 
paper, used as a proxy of income. Next, the population were grouped into 5 quintiles, such that 
quintile 1 has the lowest average income. The estimated enrolment is derived by multiplying 
the percentage of total enrolment for each quintile (based on HES 2009/2010) with the total 
number of enrolment (as stated in the Statistics of Higher Education)2. Based on Table 5, out 
of all students from the IPTA and IPTS, around 18% students are coming from the bottom 20% 
of income distribution (1st quintile) and around 24% coming from the top 20% of population 
(5th quintile).     
 
Multiplying per student expenditure by the number of students enrolled in each of income 
quintile, we can therefore estimate the benefit incidence of government spending for each of 
the income group in higher education. The estimation assumes that the unit cost of providing 
the service is equally distributed across students. It means that each student in the public 
institutions from tertiary level regardless of his or her parents’ income level benefits equally 
from the government expenditure. As the data from HES did not segregate the students between 
IPTA and IPTS, we therefore derived with new sets of estimated enrolment for these two types 
of institutions. In Table 6, we tried to match the HES enrolment with the Tracer Study (TS) 
data (as this was the only available segregated data of enrolment with family income) but 
nonetheless the division outcome (total enrolment for IPTA and IPTS) were not compatible 
with the actual enrolment percentage as stated in the Statistic of Higher Education, which stood 
at 52.2% for IPTA and 47.8% for IPTS. Due to the limitation in terms of data related to 
enrolment percentage based on income quintile between the types of institution, we therefore 
employed the excel solver to compute the most consistent combinations of enrolment between 
IPTA and IPTS using these three sets of data; HES, TS and percentage of total enrolment from 





                                               
2 According to the Statistics of Higher Education Malaysia, the total enrolments for students in higher education 
(private and public) are 1,132,749 students.  
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Table 6: Distribution of Students Enrolment in IPTA and IPTS,  








in IPTA (x) 
Estimated 
Enrolment  
in IPTS (y)  
Enrolment  
in IPTA  
(TS 2010) 
Enrolment  
in IPTS  
(TS 2010) 
1 92 x1 y1 77 15 
2 99 x2 y2 74 25 
3 96 x3 y3 69 27 
4 109 x4 y4 73 36 
5 124 x5 y5 84 40 








      Source: Statistics of Higher Education of Malaysia: Tracer Study (2010) 
 
Table 7: Distribution of Students Enrolment in IPTA and IPTS,  
by Income Group, 2010 (Excel Solver Analysis) 
Income Quintiles 




Estimated Enrolment  
in IPTA (52.2%) (x) 
Estimated 
Enrolment  
in IPTS (47.8%) (y) 
1 
(RM0 - RM1,855) 
92 61 31 
2 
(RM1,856 - RM2,530) 
99 55 44 
3 
(RM2,531- RM3,246) 
96 51 45 
4 
(RM3,247- RM4,301) 
109 50 59 
5 
(RM4,302 - RM39,588) 
124 54 70 
TOTAL 520 271 249 
 
Table 8: Distribution of Expenditure on Higher Education (BIA), by Income Group, 2010 
Income Quintiles 







in IPTA  
(Adjusted for actual 






 (RM millions) 
1 
(RM0 - RM1,855.00) 
61 133,056 1,669 
2 
(RM1,856.00 - RM2,530.00) 
55 119,969 1,505 
3 
(RM2,531.00 - RM3,246.00) 
51 111,244 1,395 
4 
(RM3,247.00 - RM4,301.00) 
50 109,063 1,368 
5 
(RM4,302.00 - RM39,588.00) 
54 117,788 1,478 




Following the excel solver result in Table 7, Table 8 highlights the total expenditure on higher 
education (IPTA) based on income quintiles which equivalent to the benefit received by 
students in each quintile. The BIA result shows that the lowest income quintile, followed by the 
second lowest (the bottom 40% of the income distribution) had benefitted the most from the 
subsidy (amounted RM1.67 billion and RM1.5 billion, out of the total government spending 
RM7.4 billion), with not so much variations between the other quintiles. Regardless of this, the 
amount of public spending or subsidy that have been allocated towards the richest quintile are 
likewise quite high, with benefit amounted nearly RM1.48 billion. Therefore, in understanding 
this inequality of benefits better, utilizing the information in Table 8, a graphical representation 
of the above government spending distributions (the concentration curve) has then been derived 
and be compared with the Lorenz curve of income distribution.  
 
As shown in the Figure 4, the concentration curve is found to lie very close to 45-degree line, 
which signifies a nearly equal distribution of government spending towards higher education. 
With the lowest quintile benefitted the most (as concentration curve is placed above the 
diagonal), richest quintile does not seem to fall behind on its amount of benefits from the public 
spending as well. Interestingly, the concentration curve is also found to lie far over the Lorenz 
curve (near the diagonal), which indicates that the inequality of public funds for higher 
education strikes a lot lesser than the inequality of personal income distribution itself. This 
denotes that the existing government policies have been well succeeded, and that they are in 
the right track in achieving the growth inclusiveness by reducing the income gap; for by means 
of deficient social inequality measured, the spending distribution (or the access opportunity) 
has shown to be more proficient, to lessen those income distribution dilemmas. In summary, 
the result indicates equity in which students regardless of their income background have an 
equitable opportunity to benefit from the higher education, thus in a way would improve their 
social rank or status through social mobility (especially students from the poorer quintile).  
       
 












Conclusion and Policy Implication  
Similar to other countries globally, the issue of access and equity in higher education has gained 
considerable attention in Malaysia. Since independence, the government has formulated various 
strategies intended at providing more opportunities for the people to benefit from higher 
education and these initiatives were carried out through many policies under the premise of 
promoting social justice and inclusive development.  
 
In relation to this issue, Malaysia recognized the importance of education as a powerful tool in 
promoting social equity and thus it has been outlined as one of the main thrusts of the New 
Economic Policy in 1970 and was further emphasize in subsequent policy such as the first thrust 
of the National Higher Education Strategic Plan (NHESP) (2007 – 2010) (MOHE, 2007). The 
establishment of the National Higher Education Fund Corporation in 1997 that provides support 
in terms of subsidized student loans to enable students especially those coming from 
disadvantaged economic background to have access to higher education further highlights the 
commitment of government in meeting the equity objective. In addition, government has also 
embarked on other initiatives such as the introduction of multiple pathways for higher education. 
An example of this are the entry through Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (APEL) 
and online education programmes. The government also envisioned equal opportunity and 
access to higher education and skills training for the Bottom 40 (B40) which comprises the 40 
per cent of Malaysians in the lower income group, in hope that the B40 will be able to secure 
stable and better jobs.  
 
Due to these various initiatives targeted at enhancing equity in higher education, our finding 
provides evidence of a nearly equal distribution of government expenditures towards the higher 
education on different income quintiles. Our result shows that the lowest quintile seems to 
benefit the most in which signifies that the subsidy is somehow progressive, even if it is not 
‘too’ progressive. For this reason, the government could maintain with the current favourable 
policies or just could bestow a look upon giving free education. Despite of this however, as the 
richest quintile still benefitting quite much (as if its a regressive distribution) of the public 
education spending, and also by considering the shrinking budget in higher education, the 
introduction of variables fees such like by charging higher fees to the richer quintiles or prices 
fees differently according to income groups might enhance the efficiency in higher education 
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